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(57) A method and apparatus for broadband net- 
work telemarketing. The invention enables a customer 
to initiate contact with a telemarketing agent. A connec- 
tion is established enabling signaling, audio, video and 
data communication between the customer and agent. 
The connection also allows the agent to take control of 
the display ot the customer's television, to pass control 
ol the display of the customer's television back to the 
customer. 
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Description 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

This invention relates to a method and apparatus 
for broadband network telemarketing, and specifically 
for providing customer assistance through access to 
telemarketing agents. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Telemarketing is the use ol telecommunications 
services to market and sell products and services and 
to provide customers with product and service informa- 
tion. Broadband networks have been used for telemar- 
keting. 

Interactive television flTV") is one service available 
via broadband networks. ITV provides customers with 
access to a variety of interactive services through their 
television (TV*). ITV services are similar to online com- 
puter services except that they are accessed through 
the customer's TV and provide a combination of audio, 
full motion, full color video and still images. ITV services 
may include, but are not limited to, video on demand, 
interactive games and interactive home shopping. 

ITV will greatly enhance the telemarketing of prod- 
ucts and services. For example, while existing cable TV 
systems have networks providing home shopping, 
those networks ordinarily operate on a fixed schedule 
and customers can only order products or services that 
are displayed. ITV will alleviate the need for home shop- 
ping programming. Home shopping with ITV will be to- 
tally automated and customers will be able to browse 
through and purchase products and services at their 
convenience. 

Although automation of home shopping with ITV will 
make home shopping easier, some customers may 
want to ask questions regarding particular products and 
services or may need assistance in finding and purchas- 
ing products or services desired. In addition, product 
and service vendors may want to have telemarketing 
agents available to act as sales consultants for ITV 
home shopping customers. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The above problems are solved according to the in- 
vention by providing a broadband network system that 
enables a customer to initiate contact with a telemarket- 
ing agent (the agent). When the customer requests 
agent assistance: an audio and video connection is es- 
tablished between the customer, the agent and the 
broadband network server; customer information is 
transmitted to the agent; and the agent can share control 
of the customer's TV. 

Using the Invention, the agent has the ability to act 
as a sales consultant to the customer. The agent can, 
for example, view the products and services on the cus- 



tomer's TV and answer the customer's questions re- 
garding those products and services. 

If the customer needs help finding or selecting prod- 
ucts and services from the broadband network server's 

5 database, the agent can: question the customer to qual- 
ify the customer's needs; browse through the vendor's 
inventory of products and services out of sight of the 
customer; select appropriate products and services 
from the vendor's inventory for display to the customer; 

10 and display those selected products and services to the 
customer. 

The agent may access the customer's current or- 
ders and the types of products and services the custom- 
er has already looked through to avoid showing the cus- 

15 tomer products and services the customer has already 
seen. The agent may also access a customer profile 
which may assist the agent in selecting products to show 
the customer. 

To display products and services to the customer, 

20 the agent can take control of the display on the custom- 
er's TV and transmit video images to the customer's TV. 
The control of the customer's TV can be passed back to 
the customer so that the customer can control the dis- 
play of products and services that the agent is viewing. 

25 Finally, the agent can assist the customer in placing 
an order. The agent can add to, revise or change the 
customer's order form. The agent can also display the 
customer's order form to the customer by taking control 
of the display on the customer's TV and sending the or- 

30 der form to the customer's TV. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an illustrative embodi- 
35 ment of the invention. 

FIGS. 2 and 3 are a flow diagrams illustrating the 
processing of a customer request for assistance accord- 
ing to the principles of the invention. 

40 DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an exemplary embod- 
iment of the invention. A customer's TV (10) is connect- 
ed through a digital set top box (12) and a broadband 

45 transmission link (14) to a broadband network server 
complex (20). The broadband network server complex 
(20) includes a broadband switch (22) that is connected 
to a broadband network server (24) and that is also con- 
nected to a telemarketing call center (26). The broad- 

so ' band network server (24) includes a multimedia call dis- 
tributor. 

In normal operation, the customer's TV (10) is con- 
nected through the broadband switch (22) to the broad- 
band network server (24) and the customer can select 
55 from any of the services provided by the broadband net- 
work server. 

The broadband network server (24) as shown in- 
cludes an ITV home shopping capability having a cus- 
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tomer order database (28) and a multimedia database 
(30). The customer can select the home shopping ca- 
pability provided by the broadband network server (24) 
and can enter the multimedia database (30) consisting 
of a cataloguing of products and services available from 
various vendors. The customer can browse through 
those products and services and order products and 
services using his TV. Customer orders are entered into 
the customer order database (28). 

The telemarketing call center (26) includes a broad- 
band switch/multiplexer (32) that is connected via a 
broadband digital link (34) to the broadband switch (22). 
The broadband switch/multiplexer (32) demultiplexes 
the signal from the broadband digital link (34) into sign- 
aling, audio, data, and video signals. 

The audio signal is sent via an audio link (35) to a 
call distributor (36) that connects the audio signal to an 
agent's station (38) via link (40). The audio connection 
enables voice communication between the customer 
and agent and additional audio communication, for ex- 
ample, background music, between the customer, the 
agent and the broadband network server (24) . 

The data signal is sent via a data link (42) to a host 
computer (44). The host computer can store that data 
in a customer order database (46) and conveys that data 
to the agent's station (38) via a data link (48). The data 
connection enables data transfer, for example order in- 
formation, between customer's TV (10), the agent's sta- 
tion (38) and the broadband network server (24). The 
agent can access the customer's current orders, a cus- 
tomer profile and a list of the types of products and serv- 
ices the customer has already looked through. 

The video signal is sent via a video link (50) to a 
video distributor (52).. The video distributor (52) con- 
nects the video to the agent's station (38) via a video 
link (54). The video connection enables video between 
the customer, the agent and the broadband network 
server (24). for example, simultaneous display at the 
customer's TV and the agent's station of products and 
services in the broadband network server's database. 
The video connection can also enable video communi- 
cation between the customer and agent, for example 
windows at the customer's TV (10) and the agent's sta- 
tion (38) that displays the other's face. 

The agent's- station (38) is connected via link (40) 
to call distributor (36) which is in turn connected to the 
broadband switch/multiplexer (32), the host computer 
(44) and video distributor (52) via suitable links (35, 56, 
58). The agent and customer are connected through the 
broadband network server (24), and, in particular, the 
multimedia call distributor, such that signaling, audio, 
video and data signals can be sent between the agent 
station (38) and the customer's TV (10) and thereby al- 
lowing the agent to control the audio, video and data 
appearing on the customer's TV (10). 

FIGS. 2 and 3 are flow diagrams illustrating the 
method for processing a customer request for assist- 
ance in accordance with the invention. A typical step se- 



quence includes: the customer interaction with a broad- 
band network ITV home shopping capability (step 100); 
the customer's request for agent assistance (step 102); 
the customer and agent conversing; the agent views the 

s customers current orders and the display on the cus- 
tomer TV; the agent previews products and services in 
the vendor's inventory out of sight of the customer; the 
agent takes control of customer's TV and sends video 
images of selected products and services to the custom- 

10 er*s TV; and termination of the customer and agent con- 
nection. 

More particularly, from a broadband network main 
menu which appears on the customer's TV, the custom- 
er selects an ITV home shopping application (100). Us- 

is ing the customer's TV (10) is connected to the broad- 
band network server ITV home shopping complex (20) 
via link (14). The customer is free to browse through a 
catalog of products and services being offered by vari- 
ous vendors on the ITV home shopping capability and 

20 can order those products and services. The customer 
can maintain a list of ordered products and services and 
can add to, review, confirm, deny or change his orders. 

The broadband network server's system (24) can 
be provided with an on-line customer profile containing 

25 for example, customer's name, credit card information 
and mailing address, the customer can also access the 
customer profile and verify its accuracy before placing 
an order through the ITV connection. A password may 
also be provided so that the customer's identity can be 

30 verified before he places an order or access his infor- 
mation. The customer can update, confirm or enter a 
customer profile and enter, update, change his pass- 
word. 

The customer may request agent assistance at any 

35 time. Having a question about a product or service or 
otherwise needing assistance, the customer can re- 
quest agent assistance by activating an agent call but- 
ton (step 102). The agent call button can take the form 
of a "hard" button on a customer's TV or remote control 

<o device or box (12) or a "soft" button on the customer's 
TV. Upon activation ol the agent call button, the broad- 
band network server complex places a call to the tele- 
marketing center (104). Based on the vendor and the 
products and services that the customer is browsing, the 

4 $ multimedia call distributor identifies the appropriate tele- 
marketing center and group within the telemarketing 
center to' which to direct the call. 

The broadband network server's multimedia call 
distributor signals the call distributor in the telemarket- 

50 ing call center to determine the next available agent 
(105). The calf distributor responds with a signal identi- 
fying the next available agent (106). A call is placed to 
the telemarketing center and is routed to the next avail- 
able agent (107). The call enables signaling, audio, vid- 

55 eo and data signals to be transmitted between the 
. agent's station and customer's TV. 

The agent's station has a customer window display 
and a preview display. The customer window display al- 
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lows the agent to see and hear that which is displayed 
on the customer's TV. If the customer has placed any 
orders, the customer's order form is also sent to the 
agent and appears on the agent's customer window dis- 
play (108, 110). The display appearing on the custom- 
er's TV is sent to the agent and appears on the agent's 
customer window display (112). In addition to allowing 
the agent to view the images, video clips, or text dis- 
played on the customer's display, the customer window 
display also allows the agent to hear any background 
audio that the customer hears. 

The agent can review the customer's order form and 
the products displayed on the customer's TV while talk- 
ing to the customer. The agent can see what the cus- 
tomer is viewing on his TV and answer the customer's 
questions regarding the products or services displayed. 

If the customer needs help finding or selecting prod- 
ucts, the agent can provide assistance using the pre- 
view display. The agent can ask the customer questions 
to qualify his needs and then preview products and serv- 
ices from the broadband network server's database 
(step 114) to satisfy the customer's needs. The agent's 
preview display allows the agent to browse through 
products and services from the broadband network 
server's database out of sight of the customer. The 
agent can navigate and browse through the same prod- 
ucts and services available to customers on the broad- 
band network server's database and preview them be- 
fore displaying them to the customer 

Before browsing through the broadband network 
server's database, the agent can review the customer's 
order form and the types of products the customer has 
looked through to avoid showing the customer products 
and services that he has already ordered or seen. The 
agent can also review the customer's profile for informa- 
tion that might indicate the customer's preferences. 

The agent may also have access to information not 
available (othe customer, such as inventory information 
and upcoming sales information. 

After previewing products and services from the 
broadband network server's database, the agent can 
select certain products and services from the broadband 
network server's database and send video of those 
products and services to the customer for display on his 
TV (step 116).. The agent can take control of the cus- 
tomer's TV, controlling the display on the customer's TV, 
and display those selected products and services on the 
customer's TV. The agent may elect to pass control of 
the customer's TV to the customer so the customer can 
show the agent particular products and services. 

The taking and passing of control between the 
agent and the customer can take the form of shared con- 
trol, alternating control or agent controlled sharing of 
control, in the shared control mode, both the agent and 
customer can issue navigation commands to the broad- 
band network server at the same time to control the dis- 
play al the customer's TV and the agent's station. In the 
alternating control mode, either the agent or the custom- 



er can issue navigation commands to the broadband 
network server, one at a time, to control the screen dis- 
play at the customer's TV and the agent's station. In this 
mode, whoever is in control, the agent or the customer, 

s • can pass control to other. In the agent controlled sharing 
of control mode, either the agent or the customer can 
issue navigation commands to the broadband network 
server, one at a time, to control the screen display at the 
customer's TV and the agent's station also. However, 

io the agent decides who is in control and can take control 
from the customer or give control to the customer at will. 

If the customer would tike to buy a product or sen/ice 
shown to him by the agent, the agent can add the prod- 
uct or service to the customer's order form (steps 118, 

is 1 20). If the customer does not want to buy a product or 
service shown to him by the agent, the agent can pre- 
view, select, and show the customer additional products 
and services (step 122). After the customer has re- 
viewed all the products or services previewed and se- 

20 (ected by the agent or has found the product or service 
he desires, the agent can place the customer's order 
and confirm the availability of the products or services 
(steps 124, 126). The agent can add to an order form 
already compiled by the customer or create a new order 

?5 form. The agent can also retrieve the customer profile, 
verify the customer profile and verify the customer pass- 
word. 

The agent then either returns the customer to the 
broadband network server ITV home shopping capabil- 

30 ity and terminates signaling, audio, data and video con- 
nections between the customer and telemarketing cent- 
er (steps 1 28, 1 30, 1 32) or returns the customer to the 
broadband network main menu by terminating the cus- 
tomer's connection to the broadband network server's 

as |TV home shopping network and terminating signaling, 
audio, data and video connections between the custom- 
er and telemarketing center (steps 1 34, 1 36). 

It is to be understood that the above description is 
only of one preferred embodiment of the invention. Nu- 

40 merous other arrangements may be devised by one 
skilled in the art without departing from the scope of the 
invention. The invention is thus limited only as defined 
in the accompanying claims. 

45 

Claims 

1. A method for providing assistance to a broadband 
network customer in a broadband network system 
so comprising a customer television (TV), a broadband 
network server complex including a broadband net- 
work server and a switch, and a call center including 
an agent station, comprising the steps of: 

55 establishing a first connection between a cus- 

tomer TV and a broadband network server sta- 
tion through a switch; 

establishing a second connection between the 
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customer TV, an agent station and the broad- 
band network server station through the switch 
responsive to activation of an agent call means; 
and 

enabling controlling of the customer TV from 
the agent station. 

2. The method of claim 1 , wherein the first and second 
connections involve an interactive television home 
shopping application. 

3. The method of claim 2, further comprising the steps 
of: 

responsive to establishing the second connec- 
tion, transmission of customer information, 
including an order form, to the agent station; 
and 

display of the customer information, including 
the order form, at the agent station. 

4. The method of claim 2, further comprising the steps 
of: 

responsive to establishing the second connec- 
tion, transmission of a video display appearing 
on the customer TV to the agent station; and 
display of the video display appearing at the 
customer TV at the agent station. 

5. The method of claim 1 further comprising the steps 
of: 

responsive to establishing the second connec- 
tion, previewing at the agent station information 
stored at the broadband network server. 

6. The method of claim 1 , wherein enabling controlling 
of the customer TV from the agent station includes 
directing the broadband network server to send 
audio signals to the customer TV 

7. The method of claim 1 , wherein enabling controlling 
of the customer TV from the agent station includes 
directing the broadband network server to send 
video signals to the customer TV. 

8. The method of claim 1 , wherein enabling controlling 
of the customer TV from the agent station includes 
directing the broadband network server to send 
data signals to the customer TV. 

9. The method of claim 1 . further comprising the steps 
of: 

terminating the second connection; and return- 
ing the customer TV to connection with the 
broadband network server through the switch. 



10. The method of claim 1 , further comprising the steps 

of: • 

placing an order at the agent station; and trans- 
mitting that order to the customer TV 

11. A method for providing assistance to a broadband 
network customer in a broadband network system 
comprising a customer television (TV), a broadband 
network server, and a call center including an agent 
station, comprising the steps of: 

establishing a connection between a customer 
TV, an agent station and a broadband network 
server; and 

enabling sharing of control of the customer TV 
at the agent station. 

12. The method of claim 11, wherein the connection 
involves an interactive television home shopping 
application.. 

13. The method of claim 11, further comprising the 
steps of: 

transmission of customer information, including 
an order form, to the agent station; and 
display of the customer information, including 
the order form, at the agent station. 

14. The method of. claim 11, further comprising the 
steps of: 

transmission of a video display appearing at the 
customer TV to the agent station; and 
display of the video display appearing at the 
customer TV at the agent station. 



15. The method of claim 11, further comprising the 
40 steps of: 

previewing at the agent station information 
stored at the broadband network server. 

45 16. The method of claim 11, wherein enabling sharing 
of control of the customer TV at the agent station 
includes directing the broadband network server to 
send audio signals from the agent station to the cus- 
tomer TV. 



10 



15 



20 



25 



30 



35 



50 



55 



17. The method of claim 11, wherein enabling sharing 
of control of the customer TV at the agent I TV sta- 
tion includes directing the broadband network 
server to send video signals from the agent station 
to the customer TV. 

18. The method of claim 11, wherein enabling sharing 
of control of the customer TV and the agent station 
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includes directing the broadband network server to 
send data signals from the agent station to the cus- 
tomer TV 

19. The method ol claim 11, further comprising the 5 
steps of: 



20. The method of claim 11. further comprising the 
steps of: 15 

placing an order at the agent station; and 
transmitting that order to the customer TV. 

• 21. An apparatus for providing assistance to a broad- 20 
band network customer in a broadband network 
system comprising a customer television (TV), a 
broadband network server complex including a 
broadband network server and a switch, and a call 
center including an agent station, comprising: 25 

a means for establishing a first connection 
between a customer TV and a broadband net- 
work server through a switch; 
a means for establishing a second connection 30 
between the customer TV, an agent station and 
the broadband network server through the 
switch; and 

a means for enabling controlling of the cus- . 
tomer TV from the agent station. 35 

22. The apparatus of claim 21, wherein the first and 
second connections involve an ITV home shopping 
application. 

40 

23. The apparatus of claim 21, further comprising: 

a means for transmission of customer informa- 
tion, including an order form, to the agent sta- 
tion; and • 45 
a means for display of the customer informa- 
tion, including the order form, at the agent sta- 
tion. 

24. The apparatus of claim 21 , further comprising: so 

a means for transmission of a video display 
appearing on the customer TV to the agent sta- 
tion; and 

a means for display of the video display appear- 55 
ing at the customer TV at the agent station. 

25. The apparatus of claim 21 further comprising: 



a means for previewing at the agent ITV station 
information stored at the broadband network 
server. 

26. The apparatus of claim 21, wherein the means for 
enabling controlling of the customer TV from the 
agent station includes directing the broadband net- 
work server to send audio signals to the customer's 
TV. 

27. The apparatus of claim 21, wherein the means for 
enabling controlling of the customer TV from the 
agent station includes directing the broadband net- 
work server to send video signals to the customer 
TV. 

28. The apparatus of claim 21, wherein the means for 
enabling controlling of the customer TV from the 
agent ITV station includes directing the broadband 
network server to send data signals to the customer 
TV. 

29. The apparatus ol claim 1 , further comprising: 

a means for terminating the second connection; 
and 

a means for returning the customer TV to con- 
nection with the broadband network server 
through the switch. 

30. The apparatus of claim 1 , further comprising: 

a means for placing an order at the agent sta- 
tion; and 

a means for transmitting that order to the cus- 
tomer TV. . 

31. An apparatus for providing assistance to a broad- 
band network customer in a broadband network 
system comprising a customer television (TV), a 
broadband network server, and a call center includ- 
ing an agent station, comprising: 

a means for establishing a connection between 
a customer TV, an agent station and a broad- 
band network server; and 
a means for enabling sharing of control of the 
customer TV at the agent station. 

32. The apparatus of claim 31 , further comprising: 

a means tor transmission of customer informa- 
tion, including an order form, to the agent sta- 
tion; and 

a means for display of the customer informa- 
tion, including the order form, at the agent sta- 
' tion. 



terminating the connection between the cus- 
tomer TV, the agent station and the broadband 
network server; and '0 
connecting the customer TV with the broad- 
band network server. 
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33. The apparatus of claim 31, lurther comprising: 

a means for transmission of a video display 
appearing at the customer TV to the agent sta- 
tion; and 5 
a means for display of t he video display appear- 
ing at the customer TV at the agent station. 



34. The apparatus of claim 31, further comprising: 

w 

a means for previewing at the agent station 
information stored at the broadband network 
server 

35. The apparatus of claim 31 , further comprising: is 

a means for browsing at the agent station 
through information stored at the broadband 
network server. 

20 

36. The apparatus of claim 31 , wherein the means for 
enabling sharing of control of the customer TV at 
the agent station includes directing the broadband 
network server to send audio signals from the agent 
station to the customer TV. 25 

37. The apparatus of claim 31, wherein the means for 
enabling sharing of control of the customer TV at 
the agent station includes directing the broadband 
network server to send video signals from the agent 30 
station to the customer TV 



38. The apparatus of claim 31 , wherein the means tor 
enabling sharing of control of the customer TV at 
the agent station includes directing the broadband & 
network server to send data signals from the agent 
station to the customer TV. 

39. The apparatus of claim 36, further comprising: 

40 

a means for terminating the connection 
between the customer TV, the agent station 
and the broadband network server; and 
a means for connecting the customer TV the 
broadband network server. *s 



40. The apparatus of claim 36, further comprising: 

a means for placing an order at the agent sta- 
tion; and . . so 
a means for transmitting that order to the cus- 
tomer TV. 
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FIG. 2 



CUSTOMER ENTERS ITV- 
HOME SH0PPIN6 APPLICATION 
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8R0A08AN0 NETWORK SERVER 
COMPLEX SETS UP CALL 
BETWEEN ITV SERVER 
AND TELEMARKETING CENTER 
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MULTIMEDIA CALL DISTRIBUTOR 
SIGNALS CALL DISTRIBUTOR FOR 
NEXT AVAILABLE AGENT 
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CALL DISTRIBUTOR RESPONDS 
SIGNALLING IDENTITY OF THE 
NEXT AVAILABLE A6ENT 
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CALL RECEIVED AT TELEMARKETING 
CENTER AND DISTRIBUTED TO THE 
NEXT AVAILABLE AGENT 
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SEND ORDER 
FORM TO AGENT 
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FIG. 3 



PLACE ORDER ANO 
CONFIRM AVAILABILITY 
OF MERCHANDISE 
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TERMINATE CUSTOMER'S HOME 
SHOPPING APPLICATION 
ANO RETURN CUSTOMER 
TO 'MAIN MENU* 
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RETURN CUSTOMER' ANO 
ORDER DATA TO I TV HOME 
SHOPPING APPLICATION 
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